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Abstract 
 
This thesis discusses the technological history of the photo booth and photo booth 
photography as a social and artistic practice. Each chapter focuses on a different subject 
relating to significant characteristics of photo booth photography. Taking photos in a photo 
booth is a deliberate act and can be considered as a significant experience. Therefore, the first 
chapter reflects on this process and considers the photo booth strip as photo-object and 
memory object. Subsequently the focus shifts towards the content of the image: the self-
portrait. The photo booth is widely known as a machine to take identification photos with. In 
the second chapter I shall address this subject, to be discussed within the context of the 
construction of identity. Upon entering a photo booth, one goes into a secluded environment, 
which evokes a feeling of privacy. The booths, however, are often located in public space. 
The third and final chapter of this thesis will focus on this contradiction and discuss the photo 
booth and its products in relation to the notions of private and public, and more specifically 
how this relation has changed under the influence of digitalisation. Every chapter begins to 
discuss the use of the photo booth by regular users, to further investigate the topics through 
the analysis of artistic practices.  
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 4 
Introduction 
 
It is a camera, a studio, a darkroom and an automat in one: the photo booth, which has been 
part of our visual culture since its invention. Not only the booth, but also the unique photo 
strips are recognizable for almost anyone. You come across the booths in the streets, a train 
station or at a festival, and the small photos can be found in wallets or scrapbooks, next to 
mirrors as keepsakes and are used for identification. Besides this everyday use of the photo 
booth, artists have found the booth to be a productive space as well. 
 In this thesis I will research photo booth photography as a social and artistic practice, 
based on the research question ‘How has the position of the photo booth in our visual culture 
changed since its invention?’ Below I will discuss some of the characteristics of photo booth 
photography and provide a short historical background of the medium. Subsequently I shall 
introduce the topics and case studies to be discussed in the various chapters of this thesis. 
First however, I will address the question: why photo booth photography? 
Photo booth photography is widely known and many people have likely made use of 
a photo booth at some point. Photo booth photography belongs to the field of vernacular 
photography; snapshots or advertisements made by amateurs or commercial parties, images 
we all encounter in everyday life. Geoffrey Batchen discusses this field of photography in his 
book Each Wild Idea, Photography, Writing, History. His main argument is that vernacular 
photography has never received the attention it deserved in the larger scheme of the history of 
photography while it makes up such a large part of the medium. Therefore Batchen claims 
vernacular photographies “are the abject photographies for which an appropriate history must 
now be written.”1 Indeed photo booth photography is excluded from most historical surveys 
on the history of photography. Michael Frizot discusses the photo booth minimally in his New 
History of Photography (1998) and while Mary Warner Marien chose to exclude the subject 
from her 2010 survey Photography: A Cultural History, she did include it in the less scholarly 
book 100 Ideas That Changed Photography published in 2012.2 Recently, the American 
Photo Booth by Nakki Goranin (2008) and Raynal Pellicer’s Photomaton (2011) paid 
attention to the subject from an (art)historical point of view, however not in a scholarly 
manner.3 Articles by Rolf Nohr, ‘A Dime – A Second – A Photo. Polaroid und Fotofix’ and 
Suzanne Regener, ‘Blickmaschine Fotoautomat: Staatliche, kunstlerische und Laien-
Strategien’ discuss the medium in a larger context of media history and its social use.4 Thus, 
                                                
1 Batchen, 2001 
2 Frizot, 1998; Warner Marien, 2010; Warner Marien, 2012, 136 
3 Goranin, 2008 and Pellicer, 2011 
4 Nohr, 2004 and Regener, 2013 
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while the photo booth has been a part of our visual culture since its introduction at the end of 
the 19th century, not much has been published on this subject.  
Considering the above and the developments the medium has gone through, 
especially since the introduction of digital technology in the realm of the photo booth, I 
consider it to be both interesting and rewarding, to research this subject. The aim of this 
research is to analyse the technological and cultural history of the photo booth and its use as a 
social as well as artistic practice. The research will be based on literature study of 
publications on the photo booth and the relevant theoretical framework, as well as visual 
analysis of photo booth photography.  
 
Characteristics of photo booth photography 
When you think of photo booth photography, some things immediately come to mind that 
distinguish it from other types of photography. First of all, the strips are produced 
automatically: no photographer is involved. The classic format of the strip is characteristic as 
well; it consists of four small rectangular images that allow four different poses. Thirdly, it is 
a unique photographic procedure: the analogue booths don’t produce negatives. Another 
important aspect is that photo booth photography is instant, the image is developed in a 
moment’s time and no darkroom is required. These latter two features are shared with 
Polaroid photography, but while Polaroid is a mobile form of instant photography, the photo 
booth is fixed in one place, which is the fifth characteristic. Finally, the fact that the photo 
booth is a confined space thus imposes limitations on what you can photograph inside, while 
it simultaneously means the security of a private space. This seems to be a contradiction with 
the fact that the booths are usually located in public space, a point I will return to later. First I 
will shortly discuss the history of the medium. 
 
The invention 
One of the precursors of the photo booth was launched at the 1889 World Fair in Paris, where 
Ernest Enjalbert presented an automatic coin-operated tintype machine. In 1910 Spiridione 
Grossi patented a manually operated machine that produced photographic portraits. Due to 
the gum used on the back of the strips, they were called ‘sticky backs.’5 
Josepho Anatol invented the Photomaton, the first fully automatic coin-operated 
machine that produced photo strips on photographic paper; sitters received eight photos in 
eight minutes, for 25 cents. When Anatol launched his Photomatons on Broadway, New 
York, in 1925, the medium rapidly gained popularity. The novelty of an automatic machine 
producing portraits for such little money made the trip to the Broadway studio a popular 
                                                
5 Simkin, 2014 http://www.photohistory-sussex.co.uk/AutoPortraitsDudkin.html Accessed April 2014 
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attraction.6  One year after the opening of the Broadway studio, Anatol sold the patents of his 
technique and the European-American Photomaton Incorporation and the International 
Photomaton Corporation were founded, constituting the spread of photo booths around 
Europe.7 In June 1928, four ‘photomatons’ were installed in Paris.8 The automatic character 
of the photo booth immediately attracted the Surrealists residing in Paris, who were the first 
artists to recognize its artistic possibilities.9 10 
The growing popularity of the photo booth can also be placed in the context of the 
democratization of photography in general. Kodak had launched its first Brownie in 1900, 
which introduced the world to snapshot photography while the low price made the medium 
available for a wider audience. Photography generally became more accessible and the photo 
booth was another way that made this possible. The first photo booths were mainly used as 
entertainment or an inexpensive alternative for the studio portrait.11  
 
From chemical to digital 
The first booths produced black and white pictures, and as the medium photography 
developed technologically, so did the photo booth. In the 1970s colour photo booths became 
available and in the late 1990s digital booths replaced the chemical ones. Instead of a strip 
with four different photos, these usually produce a rectangular sheet with four of the same 
pictures. However, the chemical booths are still highly appreciated, by the people in the 
streets and artists alike. In 2004, the collective Photoautomat started to buy and restore 
chemical booths and place them around Berlin.12 In the past ten years, analogue booths have 
been located in other German cities too and the phenomenon has spread to other European 
cities, with the latest addition being Amsterdam.13 Since webcams and camera phones have 
become ubiquitous, the aesthetics of the photo booth entered into this realm too. In 2005 
Apple introduced the application Photo Booth with options to create photo booth like pictures 
                                                
6 Simkin, 2014 http://www.photohistory-sussex.co.uk/AutoPortraitsDudkin.html Accessed April 2014 
7 Goranin, 2008, 53 
8 July, 1985, 118 
9 Pellicer, 2011, 92 The automatic character of the photo booth instantly attracted the Paris Surrealists. Photo booth 
portraits are known of André Breton, Yves Tanguy, René Magritte, Max Ernst amongst others. Magritte published 
his photomontage Je ne vois pas la (femme) chachée dans la forêt in La Révolution surréaliste, no. 12, December 
1929, which shows an image of Magritte’s La femme cachée surrounded by portraits of the Surrealists with closed 
eyes.  
10 Over seventy years later, Paris formed the backdrop of the adventures of a photo booth enthusiast in the movie 
La Fabuleux Destin d’Amélie Poulain (2001) directed by Jean-Pierre Jeunet. In this movie the character of Nino 
collects the strips that have been left behind around the photo booth. Nino loses his album, which is found by 
protagonist Amélie, who is fascinated by it, and determined to discover whose album it is. The movie will not be 
further discussed in this thesis; however, due to the movie’s subject and its great popularity, I deem it necessary to 
refer to Amélie in this note. 
11 Nohr, 2004, 166 
12 http://www.photoautomat.de/index.html Accessed April 2014 
13 Photoautomats can be found in London, Paris, Viena, Florence and Amsterdam. The booths are restored and 
placed in the streets or a museum, taken care of by photo booth enthusiasts. 
http://www.photoautomatamsterdam.com Accessed on 8-2-2015 
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at home. More recently, apps have been introduced that simulate the look of the photo booth 
(strips) and allow online sharing. 
 
Using the photo booth 
The users of the photo booth can be divided into two groups: amateurs using the photo booth 
for snapshots or identification photography and artists using the booth as a tool for their 
artistic practice. In each chapter of this thesis I will examine photo booth photography within 
the context of a relating topic, by discussing both the social practice and the artistic practice 
of photo booth photography. The context is provided through the observation of the 
characteristics and the use of photo booth photography.  
In the article “Das Photomaton, Eine alte Idee wird vermarktet,” Ellen and Klaus 
Maas state that the early photo booths gained popularity during the First World War. During 
this period, the culture of memory changed, portraits of soldiers on duty became keepsakes 
for the people they left behind and vice versa. The photo was an object and as such had a 
specific mnemonic function.14 Still, the unique image that is produced by the chemical photo 
booth is part the booth’s attraction, as a reminder of a specific moment in time, when you 
went inside the booth.  
In the first chapter I will discuss the materiality of the photo booth strip and the strip 
as object. An important source regarding this topic is Photographs Objects Histories: On the 
Materiality of Images, edited by Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, in which they address 
the significance of the materiality of photographs. The authors focus on the physical aspects 
of the photograph and its presentational form.15 Based on their definition I will attempt to 
answer the questions ‘How can photo booth photos be seen as (memory) objects?’ and ‘How 
do we see this reflected in artists’ work?’ The theoretical framework for the discussion of 
these questions will be based on texts by Susan Sontag, who refers to photography as a way 
of converting an experience into an image in her 1971 book On Photography. Geoffrey 
Batchen writes on this subject in his works Forget Me Not: Photography and Remembrance 
and Each wild idea: writing, photography, history. Here he also discusses the materiality of a 
photo.16 Walter Benjamin’s notions Erlebnis and Erfahrung to with Proust’s ideas on 
voluntary and involuntary memory will give insight in photo booth photographs as memory 
objects.17  
The case studies in this chapter are photo booth collages by Herman Costa and Jan 
Wenzel, who use the distinct materiality of photo booth strips in their work, creating larger 
                                                
14 Maas and Maas, 1981 
15 Edwards and Hart, 2004, 3 
16 Sontag, 2008 (1977); Batchen, 2001 and 2004 
17 Benjamin, 1968 
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photo objects consisting of multiple strips. Amanda Tetrault’s book Phil and Me shows how 
the photographer and her father, who suffers from schizophrenia, have used (photo booth) 
photography to try to document their relation and serve as a reminder of Phil’s several mental 
states.  
The second chapter will focus on the content of the image, the self-portrait, and 
address photo booth photography in relation to identity. Photo booth photos are used as a 
means of identification, however besides this official reference, the private space of the photo 
booth allows one to either completely be him- or herself, or to perform another identity all 
together and record it. Leading questions in this chapter will be  ‘How has the photo booth 
played a role in identification photography?’ ‘What is the role of photo booth photography in 
the field of the self-portrait?’ ‘How can we define identity, and what do we mean by the 
construction of identity?’ and ‘How do artists use the photo booth to reflect upon the notion 
of identity?’ Alan Sekula’s text “The Body and the Archive” in which he discusses the 
honorific and repressive qualities of portrait photography will help understanding the origin 
of identity photography.18 Self-portraits by Andy Warhol, Tomoko Sawada’s ID-400 (2004) 
and Identity (1985) by Liz Rideal will serve as case studies in this chapter. Warhol used photo 
booth photos as the basis for his silk screens, whereas Sawada made 400 self-portraits inside a 
photo booth, dressed up differently every time and thereby constructing new identities.19 
Identity was a participative project by Liz Rideal, hosted by London’s National Portrait 
Gallery. The case studies have the exploration of constructed identity in common. The 
different concepts of identity developed by Erving Goffman in his book Stigma, and Judith 
Butler’s theory on female gender identity as cultural construction will provide the base for the 
analysis of these works.20 
In the third chapter I shall discuss the photo booth’s significant relation to the 
concepts of private and public, since the cabin of the photo booth is an isolated, private space. 
The location of the photo booths, however, is often a public place and the photo booth is 
restricted to a certain location. Therefore the photo booth has always had an ambiguous 
relation to the concepts private and public or inside and outside. These notions not only 
concern the booth itself, but also the photos these machines produce. The fact that the 
chemical photo booth produces unique images and no photographer is involved enhances the 
feeling of ‘privateness’ surrounding the machines. Questions to be addressed in this chapter 
are ‘How does photo booth photography relate to the concept of space and place?’ ‘What is 
the relation to the notions of private and public in photo booth photography?’ and ‘How do 
                                                
18 Sekula, 1986 
19 This work alludes to self-portraits by Cindy Sherman, famous for her photographs in which the element of 
performance is an important aspect. See Dalton, 2000 
20 Goffman, 1968 and Butler, 2007 (1990) 
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artists deal with these concepts in their work?’ This chapter will also concern the digital turn 
of the photo booth, which has further complicated the private/public distinction. I will study 
the notions place and space based on Tim Cresswell’s definition of place as a meaningful 
location, from Place, A Short Introduction.21 In Public and Private in Thought and Practice, 
Perspectives on a Grand Dichotomy, Jeff Weintraub discusses two ways in which the 
distinction between public and private can be defined, through ‘visibility’ and ‘collectivity.’ 
John Thompson argues down a similar line in The Media and Modernity.22  Based on these 
definitions I will examine what these notions mean in relation to photo booth photography.  
The selected case studies in this chapter are the series Fermata (2007-8) by Svetlana 
Khachaturova, Don’t Smile Now… Save it For Later! (2008) by WassinkLundgren and 
Willem Popelier’s Showroom Girls (2011). Khachaturova and WassinkLundgren investigate 
how to transgress the spatial division between the private and the public and bring the outside 
world inside the photo booth. Showroom Girls reflects on the debate of online privacy and 
picture sharing.  
I aim to answer the established sub questions through the reading of literature on 
photo booth photography and visual analysis of the selected case studies within the theoretical 
framework as discussed above, in order to answer the main research question in the 
conclusion of this thesis.  
 
                                                
21 Cresswell, 2004 
22 Weintraub, 1997; Thompson, 1995 
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1 Photo booth photos: the photo booth strip as object and its mnemonic function 
 
“Just Picture Yourself!”23 
 
A girl, Alice, and a man, sitting in a photo booth, being goofy and pulling silly faces. This is a 
scene from Wim Wenders’s movie Alice and the Cities (1974). The two are on a road trip in 
search of Alice’s grandmother, after her mom left her in Philip’s care. When they encounter a 
photo booth along the road, they enter it and take photos to capture their recent friendship. 
Later on in the movie Alice is looking at the photos, reminiscing the moment spent together.24 
(Fig. 1) This scene is an example of how people use photo booth photography as memory 
object, the subject I shall discuss in this chapter.  
A photograph is an image, but it is also the paper the image is printed on, scratched 
and folded from being carried around or it may be mounted in a picture frame or printed in a 
book. As suggested in the introduction of this thesis, one of the characteristics of photo booth 
photography is the photograph’s physicality. In the introduction of their book Photographs 
Objects Histories: On the Materiality of Images Elizabeth Edward and Janice Hart point out 
the importance of the photograph’s materiality for understanding the image. According to the 
authors this takes two main forms. First there is “the plasticity of the image itself,” for 
example its chemistry and the paper it is printed on. Secondly there are the images’ 
presentational forms, such as albums, carte des visites and frames.25 These two aspects will 
form the basis for the theoretical framework about this topic, as they will aid in the 
understanding of photo booth photography as objects.  
The relation between photography and memory in photographic theory has been 
discussed by Susan Sontag, Geoffrey Batchen and Walter Benjamin, to name a few. 
Photographs can trigger a memory or be part of a memory, as we will see later on. In this 
chapter I will investigate how this topic relates to photo booth photography by answering the 
question ‘How can photo booth photographs be seen as (memory) objects?’ Subsequently I 
will investigate how this is reflected in artists work by analysing case studies by Herman 
Costa and Jan Wenzel, who use multiple photo booth strips to create a larger work and the 
photo book Phil and me by Amanda Tetrault, which relates both to the presentational form 
and has a connection to the mnemonic function of photography.  
 
 
 
                                                
23 This was the slogan used by Photomaton to promote their booths. 
24 Alice in the Cities (1974) directed by Wim Wenders 
25 Edward and Hart, 2004, 3 
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Photographs as objects  
Photographs can be considered as different types of objects; for instance as objects of study, 
exchange, representation, art or memory. For the purpose of this thesis I am mainly concerned 
with the photo as physical object and the photograph as object of memory. Let me elaborate 
on this by addressing the physical aspects of photo booth photography below. 
The four small rectangles printed as a strip or a square, cut in parts to share among 
those portrayed or kept in one piece, are a typical form through which the medium is 
immediately recognizable. Another aspect of that materiality is how the images produced by 
analogue machines never come out the same.26 Another important physical characteristic of 
photo booth photos is the fact that they are instant prints. Peter Buse argues this for Polaroid 
photography and the product from the photo booth can be considered in a similar way: it is 
already a photo-object at the point of taking because of its instantness. The image is printed 
immediately; days of waiting are not involved.27  
Geoffrey Batchen writes about the second proposed form of the materiality of 
photography in his book Forget Me Not: the presentational form. The author discusses the 
significance of organizing photographs, for example in a sequence or grid in a book or a work 
of art. Batchen states that organizing images in a certain way enhances the possibility of 
constructing a narrative, since underlying connections between the individual photographs 
become apparent. Therefore the combination of photos has a greater capacity of telling a story 
than individual images.28 Considering the form of a photo booth strip with four consecutive 
images, each one taken shortly after the other, a potential narrative is already inherent to the 
form of the strip. The limitation (or challenge) is to create the story on the spot, instead of 
editing the already printed photos. Both regular users of the photo booth and artists make use 
of this characteristic.  
Looking at photo booth photography as social practice, one of the most obvious 
examples is probably the photo booth wedding proposal. A Google image search results in a 
fair amount of women surprised by their soon-to-be husband when they receive a wedding 
proposal in the booth. In the first image nothing noticeable happens, after which they seem 
astounded, surprised and happy.29 (Fig. 2) While the narrative can be constructed within a 
single strip, others make use of multiple strips to create a larger image. Peter Buse discusses 
this presentational form of photography, namely mosaics or compositions, in the context of 
                                                
26 This has to do with the fluctuating level of chemicals in the photo booth; the chemicals are renewed on a regular 
base and when they are still fresh, photos come out differently then when the fluids have already been in use for a 
while. 
27 Buse, 2010, 192 
28 Batchen, 2004, 25-26 
29 http://petapixel.com/2010/08/18/uber-cute-collection-of-photo-booth-marriage-proposals/  Accessed on 08-10-
2014 
 12 
Polaroid photography in his article ‘The Polaroid Image as Photo-Object.’ However we also 
encounter those in the field of photo booth photography.30 
 
Photo booth collages, Herman Costa and Jan Wenzel 
American artist Herman Costa has been using the photo booth as a medium to create his work 
since the late 1960s. At first he worked mostly with individual strips however after a couple 
of years he started to create larger pieces, juxtaposing multiple strips that thus form a single 
image with a natural grid.31 Because the lines separating the frames in one strip, juxtaposed 
form a grid. One could see it as a jigsaw puzzle, where all pieces together complete the 
image. In the case of the photo booth collage, each frame is a part of the configuration.   
Costa’s Grid Man (1986) shows a man covered from head to toe in a black suit with a 
white grid posing in front of a white background with a black grid. (Fig. 3) Each strip shows 
one side of the posing person, each frame a different part of the body. Together the strips 
depict the body in its full extent, something that can never be captured in a single shot in the 
photo booth. Besides this, the grid from the photo booth strips recurs in the suit and 
background, amplifying the visual presence of the grid. This work displays how Costa uses 
the combination of different strips to create a total image. The separate strips only form a part 
of the total work; the final image is only visible through all strips together, in this case the 
‘Grid Man.’ 
This practice of mapping space, objects or persons from multiple perspectives by 
documenting a different piece of it at a time alludes to the way other photographers worked 
on this idea, such as David Hockney. In the 1980s Hockney gained prominence with his 
‘joiners,’ mosaic panoramas first consisting of Polaroids and in a later stage 35mm photos. 
The artist photographed his subject in a series of close ups in order to compose a complete 
image afterwards.32 Whereas Hockney’s field of vision could also be larger, the limited space 
of the photo booth forces its user to take close ups. In order to show a greater perspective, one 
has to combine strips or display different subjects in the separate frames.  
In other works Costa takes this idea of mapping a subject even further, for example 
with the composition Mark in Heaven (1990) (Fig.4). These seven black and white strips 
show a polka dotted background where in the two middle rows each frame shows a small part 
of a man, together constructing his full body. It looks as if the man is floating in the air, since 
the bottom row shows only the spotted background. The strips are put together uncut, so there 
is some overlap or parts missing from the frame. It is obviously very difficult too make a 
perfect fit, and as we know, in the analogue booth there is only one chance to get the right 
                                                
30 Buse, 2010, 192 
31 Costa, 2012, 16 
32 Buse, 2010, 201-202 
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image. Costa uses the grid that is inherent to the juxtaposed photo booth strips as a way to 
connect them and create a larger photo-object. Whoever uses the photo booth as a medium for 
their work is quite restricted in terms of what can be captured inside the small space. Using 
the four shots to capture a different (part of a) subject is a beginning in the attempt to broaden 
the horizon. By combining several strips the artist evades this limitation even more.  
Another photo booth artist who succeeds in doing so is the German artist Jan Wenzel. 
Wenzel took his first photo booth photos only in 1990, after the Berlin Wall came down, 
since there were no photo booths in the East Germany. His fascination for the photo booth 
received new input when he moved to Leipzig in 1994 and arrived in an abandoned city 
where people had left in a hurry, leaving many things behind. He took these things home and 
used them to create tableaus inside photo booths. In his series Interieurs Wenzel uses 
wallpaper and different pieces of furniture to transform the photo booth into a completely new 
space, for example a room in a house. The photographer thereby enlarges the actual space the 
booth consists of, by introducing the sense of more depth, height and width into the complete 
image. In order to fit things in the frame properly, Wenzel often demolished them, making 
them whole again in the final collage.33 (Fig. 5) 
 In the previous paragraph I have discussed the narrative potential of the photo booth 
strip in relation to the format of four successive images. Wenzel’s work takes on this quality 
in a different way, since the narrativity in his work isn’t visible in the four consecutive images 
but in the final composition. Take for instance Interieur XIII (1998), a work consisting of four 
strips, sixteen frames in total. (Fig. 6) The frames show a room decorated with wallpaper 
depicting golden flowers on a white background, in the first two frames of the first row we 
see a lamp hanging from the ‘ceiling.’ Spread across the first three frames of the second row 
down, a drawing is placed on the wall. The lower two rows display a table carrying a vase of 
flowers, a small cabinet with an aquarium on top and in the right corner a little girl sitting on 
a chair, staring at the fish in the aquarium. Only fifteen of the sixteen frames depict this scene, 
in the sixteenth frame in the upper right corner we see the portrait of woman in front of 
different wallpaper – this one is adorned with blue flowers – polishing a glass. What is the 
relation between the little girl and the woman in this composition? What time of day is it, 
what are they doing? 
In this composition Wenzel manages to open up the singular space that the photo 
booth consists of by adding one frame with an aberrant background, suggesting that the 
person in this frame is located in a different place. He uses the juxtaposition of multiple strips 
                                                
33 Wenzel, 2005, 75-76 
When creating his tableaux, Wenzel had to work quickly; the timeframe for changing the setting to create the 
separate frames is approximately twenty-eight seconds. 
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to create a spatial environment larger than the photo booth itself while also adding an extra 
location.  
 The composition Untitled (1998) even shows three different locations. (Fig. 7) Again 
four strips are placed side by side, but this time it is even more like a jigsaw puzzle since the 
separate locations are spread across three or four of the strips. The frames in the lower row 
show flowery wallpaper, a night table and a bed with feet floating above it. These feet belong 
to the person in the middle of the image, who is simultaneously being operated on and 
working an office job. The person in this image is in two places at once, which is obviously 
impossible in reality but the suggestion that he is, amplifies the narrative ability of the 
medium. The added second location actually constitutes a counter-narrative; the two options 
contradict each other. Again the presentational form of the individual strips is a larger photo-
object. Wenzel’s tableaux have an alienating effect since they represent a perspective that is 
impossible in reality.  
 Up to this point I have mainly discussed the photographs presentational form to 
establish how photographs can be considered as physical object. Now I will move towards the 
photograph as memory object. In Forget me Not Batchen addresses the nineteenth century 
tradition of creating photographic jewellery, broaches, rings or pendants with tiny portraits of 
loved ones, with functions such as showing love, affection or mourning. In other words, these 
are tokens to remember someone by.34  
When examining the use of photography, Edward and Hart state that one of the most 
widespread social uses is the photograph as object of exchange. While the image is central to 
this act, they argue that the objects’ materiality nevertheless is equally part of the social 
meaning of exchange.35 This is an interesting notion to consider in relation to photo booth 
photography, which is suitable as object of exchange exactly because of its physical 
characteristics. The strips are of a considerably small size, and especially when one separates 
the individual images, what is left is a photo that easily fits into a wallet, for example. This 
argument is supported by Maas and Maas’s article ‘Das Photomaton, Eine alte Idee wird 
vermarktet,’ in which they argue that the early photo booths already gained popularity during 
World War I partly because of its ability to produce small portraits, which were easy to 
exchange as memory token for people that where forced apart by the war.36 The photo booth 
portrait could thus be considered to be the modern day version of the photographic jewellery 
discussed by Batchen. Since the introduction of camera phones most people have a multitude 
of images ready for viewing on this device, however before this was possible many people 
carried around small portraits of their loved ones in their wallet or agenda. This is where the 
                                                
34 Batchen, 2004, 34-35 
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notions of objecthood and memory touch upon each other in relation to photography, which I 
will elaborate on in the next section. 
 
Photography and memory 
Photography and memory are two fields that are infinitely intertwined. The moment of taking 
a photograph can be seen as creating a new memory. When looking at a photograph of a 
person or a situation, it might remind you of the moment the photo was taken, or the people in 
the image. Do you think of that particular depicted situation, or does your mind take you to 
other memories of that person or time? Alternatively David Bate argues in his article ‘The 
Memory of Photography,’ “A favourite photograph might also be an ‘empty shell’ for the 
favourite story about childhood. The image is used as a space, a location for memory-
traces.”37 In other words, the photograph has become a place for our private memories, 
instead of what is actually depicted.  
At this point we encounter a differentiation between voluntary and involuntary 
memory, the latter term coined by Proust in his book La Recherche du Temps Perdu and 
reflected upon by Walter Benjamin in his article ‘On Some Motifs in Baudelaire.’ Voluntary 
memory is at play when something specific reminds you of a particular moment or person. It 
concerns a memory you can recall yourself by a conscious effort of recollection. We speak of 
involuntary memory when a memory is triggered unwillingly by something that has a 
connection with that memory in a more general sense. In this case it is a photograph, however 
it can also be a smell or, for example, a piece of music: something that affects the senses.38  
Something that hasn’t been experienced explicitly and consciously by the subject and 
is therefore part of the long experience, or Erfahrung, will become part of the involuntary 
memory, argues Benjamin. Something that was part of an explicit experience – which 
Benjamin calls Erlebnis – becomes part of the voluntary memory.39 Involuntary memory is 
thus based on associations. According to Benjamin, these associations surrounding the object 
can be seen as the object’s aura, which is connected to the long experience (Erfahrung) and 
therefore to the involuntary memory.40  
 Because the photo booth is a space enclosed from its surroundings, you have to enter 
it purposefully. Having your photo taken in a photo booth is never a coincidence; it is a 
deliberate act. Stepping in, positioning yourself, waiting for the photo to come out: this all 
adds to the experience of using the photo booth, creating an instantly printed memory. In On 
Photography Susan Sontag stated that photographs are actually “experience captured,” which 
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I would say relates to the explicit experience or Erlebnis that is related to voluntary 
memory.41 Sontag elaborates on how photography has become a way of certifying an 
experience, using a photograph as proof of being somewhere and “Converting experience into 
an image, a souvenir.”42 The idea of a photograph as souvenir is especially fitting since the 
photo booth produces an instant print. The photo-object you can immediately take home thus 
always has a connection to the specific place where one took it. 
When trying to relate voluntary and involuntary memory to photo booth photography, 
one might consider the following: on the one hand seeing a photo booth or a photo booth 
photo and talking about the phenomenon can trigger the involuntary memory and make one 
think of times when the medium was used, based on associations. On the other hand, seeing a 
specific photo of yourself (and others) or a specific booth that you have used, will remind one 
of the particular situation that occurred inside this booth or the moment of taking the 
photograph. These are the isolated experiences – Erlebnis – that address the voluntary 
memory. Thus, a photograph or photo booth can be the tangible object representing an 
intangible memory, however these memories come in different forms, either voluntary or 
involuntary. Below I will elaborate on this argument through analysing Amanda Tetrault’s 
photo book Phil and Me.  
 
Phil and Me, constructing memories  
Phil and Me is a photo book by Canadian photographer Amanda Tetrault, telling the story of 
the complicated relation she has with her father Philip Tetrault, who is suffering from 
schizophrenia. Tetrault has been using photography as a way to maintain a relationship with 
her father. Between 1997 and 2003 she photographed him and also documented their 
meetings in a photo booth. The photographer was intrigued by her parents’ photo booth 
portraits taken during better days and decided to try to continue this ritual. 
These photos can be found in the first part of the book, showing Philip, Amanda and, 
less frequently, her mother. On the first page are two recent sets of photos of Amanda and her 
father, with one of his poems and a single photo booth shot of Amanda sitting on Philip’s lap 
when she was younger. From the booth’s curtain and their clothing in the first two sets we see 
they used the same photo booth on a different moment. The following pages also show 
images of father and daughter, on the left page individual portraits, on the right page a set of 
photos with the two of them in the booth. This layout is repeated several times in the book. 
(Fig. 8 – 9) Other pages show photo booth images of the photographer’s parents together 
when they were younger, or Philip by himself. He also used the easily accessible photo booth 
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to record his different mental stages when he was first diagnosed with schizophrenia.43 While 
the images are not provided with a date the photos clearly show the passage of time. The 
conditions under which they have been produced in the photo booth are always the same; the 
neutral photo booth environment doesn’t distract attention from the people portrayed. By 
looking at their aging faces one can estimate the passage of time in between shots. A letter 
from Tetrault to her father separates the first from the second part of the book, which displays 
the series of black and white photos Tetrault took of her father between 1997 and 2003. 
Throughout the book photographs are juxtaposed with Philip’s poetry, scribbled on (undated) 
pieces of paper he gave to his daughter. (Fig. 10) 
Regarding the memory aspect of this project it is interesting to note that Amanda 
Tetrault wanted to perpetuate her parents’ ritual and that her father also chose to pose in the 
photo booth shortly after his diagnosis. The recurring sequence of three sets of pictures – 
individual portraits and one together – indicates that taking the photo booth photos together 
was part of a well structured plan. The experience the two had inside the photo booth thus 
was an Erlebnis in Benjamin’s words, a specific experience of going to the booth and taking 
these pictures either alone or together. The individual photos can be considered as a means to 
address the voluntary memory. However, the complete body of pictures in the book relates to 
so many different moments from a longer period and the subject of the work is not related to a 
single period but to the photographer’s entire life. This is part of the Erfahrung, and therefore 
likely to trigger the involuntary memory. 
 
Concluding notes 
The photo booth strip can be considered to be a photo-object in several ways. As Edward and 
Hart argue, this can come about in its materiality and in the presentational form. First, one of 
the photo booth strips physical characteristics is that it’s an instant print. One can 
immediately hold the photo-object and take it with them. Geoffrey Batchen states that a 
sequence of multiple images enhances the images ability of telling a story and this quality is 
inherent to the photo booth strip. However, both Herman Costa and Jan Wenzel expand this 
by using multiple strips as elements for their larger photo-objects. In the works by Costa 
discussed above, he uses the individual strips to create a collage, they only form the total 
image when put together. Wenzel takes this principle a step further by showing different 
locations within one composition, using the characteristic of separate available frames in one 
photo-object (the photo booth strip) hereby adding a second narrative aspect.  
Batchen and Buse discuss organizing photos in a grid as a presentational form, an 
element which is present in both Costa’s and Wenzel’s work. In Costa’s work the fact that the 
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strips are organized in a grid, put closely together, make a grid naturally become visible. 
Wenzel leaves a little space between the separate strips, which therefore remain more visible 
as individual objects. Amanda Tetrault’s Phil and Me demonstrates how photo booth photos 
can be considered as memory objects. The images document the moments the photographer 
spent with her father and the experience they had in the booth. Hence, as documents of a 
specific experience – Erlebnis – the photo booth photos can be considered as memory objects 
that address the voluntary memory. The entire body of work, relating to a larger subject that 
plays a role throughout the photographers’ life, can also trigger the involuntary memory.  
Here I have considered the material aspects of photo booth photography; in the 
following chapter the focus will shift towards the content of the image: the self-portrait. 
 19 
2 Photo booth portraits: the photo booth recording identity  
 
 “The Photomat always turns you into a criminal type, wanted by the police.” 44 
Roland Barthes  
 
445 photo booth portraits of the same man show him smiling, staring, aging. His hair slowly 
changes from black to grey. The unknown man is dressed in a suit or simple shirt, often 
wearing a tie. These pictures were taken with a Photomatic photo booth between the 1930s 
and 1960s. Photo historian Donald Lokuta bought this collection at an antiques fair in 2012 
and lent it to the Rutgers University’s Zimmerli Art Museum to be on display in the 
exhibition Striking Resemblance: The Changing Art of Portraiture. These photos were never 
meant to be on display, however the repetition and similarities between the images make it an 
intriguing collection, reminding of mug shots or identification photos. 445 Portraits of a Man 
was a mystery to photography historians: who is this man taking all these self-portraits and 
moreover, why did he keep them?45 46 (Fig. 11) 
As becomes clear from this introduction, the photo booth pre-eminently is a portrait 
machine. Although the machine was first often seen as an attraction, with increasing demand 
for portraits for official documents, the neutral environment of the photo booth proved to be 
the desired space to acquire these objective identification photos. After concentrating on the 
material aspects of the photograph in the first chapter, in this second chapter the focus shifts 
towards the image and I shall discuss what is visible in the photograph: the portrait, or 
actually, the self-portrait since no photographer is involved.  
Before the invention of photography people used to have their portrait painted, that is, 
the people who could afford to do so. Having your portrait painted was a privilege for people 
from the richer part of society and something they used to display their status with. With its 
invention, the medium of photography created the possibility for everyone to be portrayed. 
The status of the portrait changed from solely honorific to being repressive as well, since the 
                                                
44 Barthes, 1980, 12 
45 http://news.rutgers.edu/feature/mystery-photobooth-portraits-baffle-historians/20140326#.VS4qY1rHfgI 
Accessed on 07-04-2015. 
46 Due to the exhibition at the Zimmerli Art Museum 445 Portraits of a Man received much media attention, 
urging people who thought they recognized the portrayed man to contact the museum. Such was the case, Tom 
Trelenberg recognized his uncle Franklyn Swantek in the photos and the mystery was (partially) solved. The 
mystery man was the owner of Swantek Photo Service, operator and distributor of Photomatics. This at least 
explains the amount of pictures, perhaps test shots to see if the machines worked properly, but the question why 
Swantek kept them all remains.  
http://news.rutgers.edu/feature/identity-revealed-man-who-took-445-photobooth-portraits-over-30-
years/20140615#.VS5O9VrHfgL Accessed on 07-04-2015. 
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portrait was now also used as a means of identification, states Alan Sekula in his article ‘The 
Body and the Archive.’47  
Below I will elaborate on identification photography and examine the role of the photo booth 
within the field of self-portrait photography. Many photographers use the medium to reflect 
upon issues of identity, self-analysis and self-contemplation.48 I shall analyse work by Andy 
Warhol, Tomoko Sawada and Liz Rideal through the reading of identity theory by Erving 
Goffman and Judith Butler, to investigate how artists use the photo booth to create works 
related to the construction of identity, 
 
Questions of identity  
How can we define identity, and what do we mean by the construction of identity? The 
Oxford Dictionary defines identity as “The characteristics that determine who or what a 
person or thing is.”49 These ‘characteristics’ can refer to inner characteristics, qualities that 
are typical of someone, but also to physical features. In the context of legal identity, recorded 
in an official document such as a passport, it refers to someone’s personal data.  
  In theoretical writings the definition is more complicated. From a sociological point 
of view Erving Goffman discusses a model of three types of identity in his work Stigma, in 
order to explain how stigmas come about in society. First he discusses social identity. When 
we meet a stranger we often find ourselves creating an image of him based on their attributes 
and category, the virtual social identity. This might not correspond to the actual social identity 
of this individual, the attributes and category that can be proved.50 Social identity concerns a 
form of identity that is based on the relationship with others; it is constructed through 
interaction. Stigma originates in the discrepancy between the virtual and actual social identity.  
Secondly, Goffman considers personal identity, which distinguishes an individual 
from others. This idea focuses on the uniqueness of the individual, constituted by a “positive 
mark” or “identity peg,” for example the image of one’s face in another’s mind but also 
someone’s place in a particular network such as a family.51 Some facts about an individual 
will be the same for others too, however the full complex of facts known about a person will 
be unique, which is the second way to be distinguished from others. This information is often 
name- or body-bound. The third idea that distinguishes the individual from others is “the core 
of his being (…) making him different through and through.” Some inner essence, the way we 
feel we are in the world. Goffman later elaborates on this as the concept of ego identity.52  
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By personal identity, the author only means the first two ideas, identity pegs and the unique 
combination of facts about someone’s life. Thirdly he discusses the ego identity, which is 
more emotional. In contrast to personal and social identity, which both are in part defined in 
relation to others, the ego identity is subjective and felt by the individual. It is about the sense 
we have about who we are in the world, influenced by our social experiences.53 54 
As we see, identity can be defined in different ways. The concept of personal identity 
according to Goffman, corresponds closely to legal identity.55 Items recorded in an identity 
document such as one’s name, date of birth, nationality or, interesting for this thesis, a 
photographic portrait, are considered identity pegs in Goffman’s words. Thus, identity 
comprises many different aspects. Biographical facts, but also dress, religion, ethnicity and 
according to Goffman some inner essence can be taken into consideration. Some of these 
aspects can be fixed in an image, while others cannot.  
 
The fixed portrait – identification photography 
As I mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, different functions can be attributed to 
portraiture. In ‘The Body and the Archive’ Allen Sekula discusses the influence of the 
invention of photography on this matter. The traditional function of portraiture, which 
originated in the seventeenth century, was to provide a ceremonial presentation of the 
bourgeois self. With a painted portrait, people could display their status. This is what Sekula 
describes as the honorific function of portraiture.56 Through the invention of photography, 
everyone could be portrayed, thereby subverting portraiture’s inherent privileges. Besides 
functioning honorifically, photographic portraiture took on a different role, which the painted 
portrait could not have performed similarly, argues Sekula. This role derived from medical 
and anatomical illustration. The emergence of photography as a popular medium for 
portraiture coincided with a great interest in phrenology and physiognomy in the mid 
nineteenth century. These disciplines were used too categorize and archive the human body. 
Portraits were not only used as a status symbol, but also as a means of identification, a tool 
for surveillance. In this sense, the photographic portrait functioned repressively.57  
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Postmodernists leave the Modernist idea of a fixed essence that makes an individual ‘who he is’ behind and rather 
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This repressive function of photographic portraiture is clearly visible in the emergence of two 
systems of criminal identification, which were established in the late nineteenth century. Both 
systems were rooted in the then popular sciences of phrenology – the study of characteristics 
such as the shape and size of ones skull and what that supposedly indicates about ones 
character and mental abilities – and physiognomy, the study of a person’s facial features or 
expression and what that might indicate about ones character or ethnic origin.58 Francis 
Galton’s method was based on composite photography. Galton’s idea was to compose one 
image by combining portraits of multiple people, in order to see if typical characteristics 
would arise that he could ascribe to a certain type. Through this method he wanted to 
establish for instance a ‘sick type’ or a ‘criminal type.’59  
The second system was introduced by Paris police official Alphonse Bertillon: a 
filing system that used cards with personal data and two photos to register the alleged 
criminals. For each person a record was created which mentioned personal data such as 
length, colour of the eyes and hair, etc. The photos attached to the card served as the visual 
evidence used to identify the person. In order to create the most accurate photographs 
Bertillon set rules about a standard focal length, consistent lighting, a fixed distance between 
sitter and camera and the requirement of a neutral facial expression. One of the photos 
showed the person frontally and the second from the side. With fixing these rules, Bertillon 
had introduced the kind of pictures we now know as mug shots. For Bertillon the portrait 
photos were the final proof of identification.60  
After developing this system for documenting criminals, Bertillon advocated the use 
of similar photographs on identity documents used for civil identification. Eventually, the 
wish for a more comprehensive system of surveillance induced obligatory identification for 
the entire population in 1914, when officials in Paris connected citizenship and 
identification.61 While this system spread to other countries, during the 1920s the demand for 
identification photography increased worldwide. The photo booth proved to be the ultimate 
‘portrait studio’ to obtain the required pictures.62 In the mid-nineteenth century photography 
was promoted and welcomed as a medium that could be used both for pleasure and discipline, 
or, in Sekula’s words, it could function both honorifically and repressively. This was 
especially evident in portrait photography.63 Susan Sontag emphasizes the repressive function 
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of portrait photography in On Photography, were she writes that photographs became 
important for institutions of control, such as the police and the family. Thus, many official 
documents are not valid without a “photograph-token of the citizen’s face” attached to them.64  
A system of surveillance was introduced in many countries almost a century ago and 
today people worldwide are obliged to carry around some form of identification such as an ID 
card or passport. Today, this official document not only mentions biographical information 
such as ones date and place of birth, length and nationality, fingerprints and biometrics are 
included in a chip too.65 Still, the photo remains an important aspect of the document. In order 
to be allowed to hand in the photo for official use, the image must represent the person in an 
objective manner. Over time the rules and regulations concerning the format of these photos 
have changed and have especially recently become stricter, to insure all photos look similar.66  
While these rules provide photographs that display a neutral image of someone, a 
frequently heard phrase regarding one’s identification photo is that it doesn’t really look like 
the person it represents. Often it looks somewhat awkward or forced.67 A paradox lies within 
in this remark: the photo that is supposedly the most representative of a person’s identity 
actually only represents one’s physical characteristics, while, as has become clear, identity 
comprises much more. The identification photo is an objective image, representing one’s 
physical features that are also recorded in the document. As such, when looking at Goffman’s 
types of identity, we see that the identification photo is part of the personal identity, an 
‘identity peg,’ what we see in the photo is something that differentiates an individual from 
others. Other aspects of the person’s social identity, which come about in the interaction 
relation to others, or the ego identity, which is an individual’s feeling, are not likely to be 
captured in the image, or at least not all. As Serge July argues in the text ‘La Photo Sans 
Identité’ the contrary happens, the common denominator in photo booth photos for official 
use is that under the circumstances of the booth portraits often turn out bland. Therefore July 
states the image of one’s face is not the identity; it is only the beginning of the 
identification.68 The picture is the ‘interpretation’ of a machine and not of another person, the 
photographer. This is manifest in the visual language of the image, at least in the case of 
identification photography since it is subject to many rules.  
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In the visual arts, the self-portrait has always been a way for artists to explore this field of 
self-image and identity.69 Considering its link to identification photography, the photo booth 
has proved to be an appropriate place for artists to create works regarding these issues. One of 
the first artists who made a considerable contribution to the practice of using the photo booth 
was Pop Art artist Andy Warhol. He once said he painted the way he did – in a mechanical 
manner – because he wanted to be a machine.70 The photo booth thus fitted very well into 
Warhol’s vision on how to create art, since the photographer is actually replaced by a 
machine.71 The booth gave Warhol a stage to play around with conventions and expectations 
regarding identity and how he decided to present himself in the image.  
 
Andy Warhol, photo booth self-portraits 
The first time Andy Warhol turned to the photo booth was in 1963. For the June issue of 
Harper’s Bazaar the artist was asked to illustrate the article ‘New Faces, New Forces, New 
Names in the Arts.’ Instead of doing a photo shoot in his own studio, Warhol took his 
subjects down to a place you could call a public studio: a photo booth in Times Square.72 In 
his work, Warhol often used repetition and techniques of mass production as a way to 
comment on contemporary consumerism and mass culture. This made the photo booth a great 
medium for Warhol to work with, accessible for all and cheap to use. Another reason why 
Warhol was drawn to the photo booth was because in this way he could direct his subjects to 
a certain level but in fact they were making self-portraits: the final decision on how they 
wanted to be portrayed was in their own hands. The photos with this article lead to Warhol’s 
first commissioned portrait, a silkscreen based on photo booth photographs.73  
Warhol, known for his multicolour silk-screens of celebrities, started out using 
images from the public domain such as movie posters or news photographs as a basis for 
these works. The portrait of New York based art collector Ethel Scull, whose husband Robert 
Scull had commissioned Warhol to create a portrait, was the first work for which he used his 
own images as a base. He took Ethel Scull to an amusement arcade on 42nd Street and made 
her pose for hundreds of portraits, telling Scull jokes and directing her to capture various 
poses and expressions.74 Instead of setting up a glamorous photo shoot, which Scull was used 
to, by using the publicly available photo booth Warhol democratized her image, getting 
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photos anyone would be able to take.75 From this shoot Warhol selected the frames on which 
he based the silkscreen Ethel Scull Thirty-Six Times (1963).  
 After sending Ethel Scull to the photo booths, Warhol took many other artists around 
for a shoot and finally installed a photo booth in the Factory, where he documented many of 
his visitors.76 At the same time, Warhol was also taking his own self-portraits in the photo 
booth. He used the photo booth as a device for instant and automatically created pictures, 
comparable to taking images from the public domain: being in control of the selection process 
but not of the act of actually taking the picture. Warhol posed in the photo booth many times 
and used some of these strips as a base for silk-screens.  
 Art collector Frances Barron commissioned the first silk-screen self-portrait Warhol 
based on photo booth photos in 1963. He used four photos juxtaposed two by two, on a 
rectangular canvas. The separate photos are done in various shades of blue, combined with 
Warhol’s silhouette in black. The light colour of his coat, his pale skin and light hair almost 
blend in with the blue background, while the black sunglasses pop out of the image. The 
picture in the bottom right corner is a classic mug shot that depicts Warhol frontally, hiding 
behind his black shades. The upper left image shows a similar pose only now a hand is 
covering Warhol’s chest. The hand, which is in the frame only from the wrist, is probably 
Warhol’s own but it almost seems to be detached, belonging to someone else. The lower left 
picture shows Warhol with his head bend to the right, the upper right image shows him in the 
opposite pose. Expression is drained from Warhol’s face in all of the pictures and his iconic 
black sunglasses protect Warhol from curious looks. (Fig. 12)  
A year later, Warhol produced another series of self-portraits, this time based on only 
one frame from a photo booth strip. The photo shows a very basic image of Warhol, wearing 
a simple T-shirt and staring into the lens with a defiant look, head tilted slightly backwards. 
The visual reference to a police mug shot – again – is clear. The silkscreen simplified the 
image to an even greater extent, only showing the most prominent features from the photo, 
Warhol’s eyes, nose and closed mouth. The image displays an inapproachable person 
depicted in a closed pose, it’s as if a barrier is raised that the viewer will never be able to pass. 
(Fig. 13) A pose is a way to present oneself, a conscious act. As opposed to the ‘candid’ 
photograph, the subject is aware of the photo being taken, so he can strike a pose. This is, of 
course, especially the case with self-portrait photography, it is up to the subject to decide how 
to present oneself. Gerry Badger argues that the pose is a way of the portrayed to present his 
or her identity to the photographer, “an act which ensures the preservation of that identity.”77 
According to Susanne Holschbach the pose is not only a way to present oneself, as she states 
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in her essay ‘The Pose: Its Troubles and Pleasures’: “We show ourselves in a ‘pose,’ but we 
also hide behind a pose.”78 The pose can be used as a way to display a certain self-image. In 
other words, we can use the pose as a façade, as a way to put on a certain role. As Erika 
Belliter states: “Another aspect of the self-portrait is related to the use of disguise to 
alienation, stylization and adopting a role. Is the artist hiding behind different personalities, 
identifying himself with idealized paragons or playing the role of a martyr?”79 This can come 
about through dress or make-up, however, also in a pose. 
While all of the discussed self-portraits display Warhol in slightly different poses and 
with different features – wearing sunglasses and a trench coat, or a simple T-shirt – the 
expression on his face is neutral or even defiant; the artist always seems distant. The photos 
show Warhol’s body, his features, his dress; a mask behind which he seems to hide while 
avoiding any signs of individuality in the photos.  
Warhol is known for the fact that he did not only avoid clues of his individuality in 
his self-portraits, but also in real life. Regarding his self-portraits this is not only apparent in 
the way he displayed himself in the image, but also in the way the artist worked. He made his 
silk-screens in a mechanical manner. Not in a private atelier but mass-produced in a large 
studio called the Factory, where many people – friends and fellow artists – gathered. Annette 
Michelson describes the Factory as a place where the structure and social hierarchy of normal 
life were not present. She compares the Factory to a carnival, where “age, social status, rank 
and property lose their powers.” 80 In other words, things that are part of one’s identity are not 
paid attention to. Michelson says this brings everyone together.81 Cécile Whiting writes about 
Warhol’s self-presentation in ‘Andy Warhol, the Public Star and the Private Self,’ stating that 
Warhol “was a public star without a private or unique identity in the 1960s.”82 For example in 
the interaction with the press, Warhol choose his words carefully and avoided a personal 
point of view, only answering questions in a similar manner or simply with ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ He 
never commented on or judged current issues. The artist claimed that the private or individual 
Andy Warhol did not exist.83 In other words, Warhol tried to eliminate all ‘identity pegs’ to 
use Goffman’s term, he did not want to be distinguished from individuals. For instance, he 
always wore a wig, so his hairdo was not his own, natural hair. Thus, all of his self-portraits 
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seem to want to convey the same message: Warhol wanted to show himself and be a famous, 
public figure, but not known as individual. 
Andy Warhol took many photo booth pictures in the sixties experimenting with 
poses, outfits and expressions, thus presenting himself in various ways. However in Warhol’s 
photo booth works it is always clear that the person in the photo is Andy Warhol. This is not 
to say of the creator of ID400 (1998-2001), the Japanese photographer Tomoko Sawada.  
 
Tomoko Sawada, ID400  
In her photos, Tomoko Sawada reflects on the issue of identity. The photographer uses herself 
as a model and takes on the role of various individuals from society, through playing with 
costumes and make-up. In recent works she has used digital montage techniques and created 
group portraits featuring only herself. However, for her series ID400 Sawada used a photo 
booth to take self-portraits exhibiting different sides of her personality. The strong connection 
of the photo booth with identification photography makes this medium an obvious choice for 
the project, and in a way it alludes to Warhol’s work I previously discussed. The 
photographer held sessions in a photo booth located on a parking lot somewhere along the 
Kobe subway. She changed her dress and make-up in a public restroom nearby, regularly 
scaring other visitors away with her sometimes-surprising looks.84  
The installation of the series consists of four hundred sets of self-portraits of Tomoko 
Sawada dressed in as many different costumes. In a gallery setting, four large prints show the 
rephotographed original photo booth photos divided in four groups, each consisting of a 
hundred sets of pictures. (Fig. 14) To conclude the project, Sawada shaved her head and 
posed one last time for a self-portrait without any make-up and displaying a neutral 
expression, titled ID400/Skinhead. (Fig. 15) The black and white photos are also published in 
a small book, each set printed full size on a separate page. The final page of the book displays 
the Skinhead image printed on silver paper, thus making it stand out from the others not only 
because of the lack of costume and make-up but also in the way it is presented.  
In her work on gender identity theory Judith Butler explores the notion of gender 
identity as a cultural construction. In Gender Trouble, Butler argues that gender is not fixed 
or the expression of biological sex (male or female) but rather a cultural construction formed 
trough performative acts. In that sense “gender is always a doing.”85 Women execute these 
performative acts in order to conform to the ideal of cultural expectations and repeated 
images in visual culture, that form our ideas on gender identity. Butler states: “‘the body’ 
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appears as a passive medium on which cultural meanings are inscribed”86 Thus, women 
affirm their gender identity through acting, dressing or talking in ways which are being 
defined as feminine by cultural conventions. Further on in Gender Trouble, Butler discusses 
masquerade and suggests this could be considered as “the performative production of a 
sexual ontology, an appearing that makes itself convincing as a ‘being’.”87 The costume and 
make-up Sawada uses in ID400 can be understood as this ‘appearing,’ and therefore as 
masquerade.  
ID400 is a reflection on the idea of a constructed identity and the relation between the 
inner self and outside appearance. In this sense, it is reminiscent of photographs by Cindy 
Sherman, who is the quintessential example under female photographers exploring the 
representation of female identity, the body and its sexuality in popular culture.88 In her well-
known series Untitled Film Stills Sherman examines the representation of women in film. 
Through costume and make-up she assumes the role of female characters that appear in B-
movies from the fifties and sixties.89 One of her earliest works is Untitled #479 (1975), a 
sequence of 23 photo booth images that shows Sherman’s transformation of one character to 
another. In every frame, an element in her look changes. (Fig. 16) Since it includes such a 
transformation, Untitled #479 can be seen as a harbinger for Sherman’s later work. Sherman 
classified this work, which she made when she was still a student, as her first serious work.90 
Remarkably, Sawada was still a student as well when she created ID400.91 While the visual 
language in Sherman’s later photographs directly refers to outings from popular culture such 
as film and advertisement, in this early work such a clear reference is not yet visible. The 
imagery of both ID400 and Untitled #479 refers to the visual language of standard 
identification pictures. While the works show similarities, there are differences between the 
two works as well. Whereas Untitled #479 shows only two different characters, ID400 shows 
many more and is overwhelming in its volume. Also, in Untitled #479 Sherman explicitly 
displays her transformation step by step. Sawada does not show the moment of 
transformation; instead she presents each separate character at once, in a matter-of-fact 
manner, thereby confusing the viewer.  
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When looking at the photos, the question arises who the ‘real’ Tomoko Sawada is. The 
spectator sees Sawada pictured as a moody teenager, a schoolteacher, clothed in traditional 
Japanese dress, but also wearing a children’s dress or sixties sunglasses, displaying different 
facial expressions. All are different reflections of female identity as culturally defined. The 
photographer has described the work as “an army of me.”92 However, being fooled by this 
masquerade, sometimes you simply forget the fact that the images all feature the same person. 
(Fig. 17) In ID400 Sawada has used dress and make-up to present herself as different 
characters from society, varying in class, occupation and age. Through investigating this large 
variety of female types in ID400, Sawada reflects on female identity as a fluid and malleable 
concept, which is constructed through performative acts, as Butler would argue. In this case, 
different types of dress and make-up: masquerade. 
The series shows a multitude of characters and is completed by the most neutral 
picture possible: Sawada without any make-up, hair or dress. Is that image then the most 
accurate representation of the photographer? You can argue this is the most objective image, 
which only shows Sawada’s physical features. Nevertheless it may not represent Sawada’s 
identity in the most accurate manner, since as we have seen, this comes about through other 
things as well. An anecdote by the photographer supports this argument. In an interview 
Sawada explained how fascinating and confusing it was for her to walk around at an 
exhibition where ID400 was displayed. She was there with her shaved head, and Sawada 
recalls that only a few of the visitors recognized her, while they had actually just been looking 
at four hundred of her self-portraits.93  
ID400 is Sawada’s reflection on how the photographer sees herself and how others 
might see her. Sawada liked what she saw in early images where she was dressed up and 
made herself look like a model or an actress, in that sense complying with cultural 
conventions through performative behaviour. However, the longer she looked at these photos, 
the more the gap between her real image and the image in the photos increased. The way the 
photographer viewed herself was distanced from what she saw in the photos. Thus, an identity 
photo is the visual proof of the photographed person’s existence. Nevertheless, with this work 
Sawada shows that what we see in a photo is not all there is to a person. Without all her attire 
as in the other images, something is missing.94  
The idea that the image produced in a photo booth is truthful to the person portrayed, 
is defied by this work. While the photo booth is an automatic machine that assumes the idea 
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of objectiveness, in the end the subject in the booth is in charge of how he or she is portrayed. 
This was the instruction Liz Rideal gave the visitors of the National Portrait Gallery in 
London who participated in her project Identity in 1985. Upon entering the installed photo 
booth they were asked to “disguise or reveal themselves” in four shots. 
 
Documenting visitors, Identity by Liz Rideal  
Having your (self)-portrait up in the National Portrait Gallery is usually not for everyone. The 
portrait originally was something reserved for the wealthy, as discussed in the introduction of 
this chapter. While the invention of photography brought about change, in the 1980s many of 
the works in the National Portrait Gallery still affirmed this status. It was exactly this 
convention Liz Rideal wanted to subvert and instead show the face of the general public, she 
tells in an interview.95 Therefore Rideal installed a photo booth in the basement of the Gallery 
and had visitors portray themselves however they liked. Props were available for all the 
participators to use inside the booth. The artist juxtaposed the separate strips, creating a 
collage of two metres high and five metres wide, titled Identity. The separate strips display a 
variety of people and poses; over 1200 visitors, staff members and friends of the artist joined 
the project. In other words, the complete work serves as an overview of different identities, 
carried out by the portrayed people in their photos.96 Rideal combined the visitors’ self-
portraits with strips that show parts of her own body and hands, appearing black against the 
grey background of the booth. These strips are laid out in such a way that they form a self-
portrait of the artist within the larger composition, thus Identity is a self-portrait created out of 
self-portraits. In this sense, the composition reflects how all people have different sides to 
them. (Fig. 18) 
 In the invitation to the potential participants to ‘reveal or disguise themselves’ we 
encounter again the idea that the photo booth can be used as a place to show yourself – as in a 
regular identification photo – or adopt another role – as we have seen in the works discussed 
above. The first shot shows the sitter frontally, the consecutive images show the different 
poses they decided to take. Using the photo booth as a medium for these self-portraits 
amplifies the underlying idea of the work: to democratize the (exhibited) portrait. The work is 
about looking at people and their personalities, said Rideal in the aforementioned interview. 
Now, thirty years after its creation Identity also is an impressive record of what people in 
London looked like in 1985. It is a record of time, however in a different sense than with the 
445 photos I discussed in the introduction of this chapter. Those images are a record of passed 
time; Identity is a record of a moment in time. 
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Concluding notes 
In examining photo booth photography in the context of the self-portrait, I have addressed the 
origin of identification photography and established how artists have used the photo booth as 
environment for reflections on identity in their work. Identification photography is part of 
one’s legal identity, and can be seen as an identity peg according to Goffman’s concept of 
personal identity. The photo booth is a place where both the honorific and repressive 
functions of portrait photography come together. Warhol and Rideal both use the photo booth 
as a ‘public photo studio.’ Through using the sense of accessibility for everyone that is 
associated with the photo booth they democratize the self-portrait. Warhol also uses the photo 
booth to create self-portraits with a visual reference to the mug shot; objective photos 
showing his face but nothing personal – no individual characteristics – in accordance with his 
method of self-presentation in all aspects of his life. Using the photo booth for her self-
portraits Tomoko Sawada makes an explicit reference to identification photography. By 
assuming various roles and presenting different characters, through masquerade, her self-
portraits reflect on identity as a culturally constructed phenomenon. Rideal on the other hand 
creates a self-portrait with self-portraits of others, thus from afar excluding the individual 
identities of all the contributors that become visible when observed up close. 
 
Today, the genre of the photographic self-portrait is still popular. Not only amongst artists, 
seemingly everyone is interested.97 The word ‘selfie’ was announced word of the year in 2013 
by the Oxford Dictionary, which evidently says something about the popularity of the 
phenomenon. The Oxford Dictionary definition of a selfie is “a photograph that one has taken 
of oneself, typically one taken with a smartphone or webcam and uploaded to a social media 
website.”98 Jenna Wortham, technology reporter for The New York Times, adds however 
“Selfies have become the catchall term for digital self-portraits abetted by the explosion of 
cellphone cameras and photo-editing and sharing services.”99 In her article “The Selfie: 
Making sense of the ‘Masturbation of Self Image’ and the ‘Virtual Mini-Me’” – part of the 
research project Selfiecity – Alise Tifentale points out the relevance of researching the selfie 
in a larger context of self-portraiture and the history of photography. 100 Tifentale states “The 
selfie can be interpreted as an emerging sub-genre of self-portraiture, as an example of the 
digital turn in vernacular photography as well as a side product of the recent technological 
developments.”101 Selfies indeed are everywhere and in the final chapter of this thesis I shall 
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discuss the photo booth – which is, as established above, in essence a self-portrait machine – 
in relation to this digital turn and the implications it has for the relation of the photo booth to 
the notions of private and public. 
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3 Photo booth as place: the photo booth and its relation to private and public  
 
  “Now you can; anytime, anywhere – it’s right in your pocket”102 
 
A tall rectangular image in black and white, slightly blurry, depicts a man standing in the 
middle of the street. That man is photographer Steven Pippin, who made several works by 
conversing everyday-objects into pinhole cameras. For Self-portrait with a photo booth 
(1987) Pippin used, as the title already gives away, a photo booth on the street. By turning the 
booth into a pinhole camera and taking a photo of its surroundings, Pippin turned the booth 
inside out. Instead of being introspective as usual, the objective is now focussed on the world 
outside. (Fig. 19) 
 In the previous chapter I have discussed the difficulties concerning identity 
photography and the tension between representation and construction of identity. This final 
chapter will focus on another contradictory field in which the photo booth medium is placed. 
The photo booth is most often located in public space while the cabin itself is a secluded 
place, considered to be more private. The notions ‘space’ and ‘place’ are often used as 
synonyms, but how can we actually define these? And how do the photo booth and its 
photography relate to the concept of space and place? After looking into these concepts, I will 
consider photo booth photography in relation to the notions of private and public. I shall 
examine how artists deal with these concepts in their work through the case studies 
introduced below. 
The photo booth recalls the idea of an isolated space and a demarcation between what 
goes on inside and outside of the booth. Consequently, this characteristic provokes artists to 
examine these barriers and look for ways to break them down, such as Steven Pippin with his 
outside self-portrait. Others reverse it and find ways to record what goes on outside, inside the 
booth. Svetlana Khachaturova used a mirror to create her series Fermata (2007-2008), as did 
the artist duo WassinkLundgren for the work Don’t Smile Now... Save it for Later! (2008).  
Both works are created with modern digital photo booths that have replaced the 
analogue booths in most places. Technically these works also could have been created in an 
analogue booth, if those would still be around more. However technological progress has 
changed the photo booth. The rise of digital photography – especially cameras in phones and 
computers – in combination with social media, has changed the relation between private and 
public. In this final chapter I shall examine these relations and how they have changed under 
the influence of digitalisation. As a case study I will use Willem Popelier’s work Showroom 
Girls (2011), a comment on the current developments in this domain. 
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The photo booth, a private place? 
‘Space’ and ‘place’ are vague notions, often used as synonyms referring to the same. 
Nevertheless, it is possible to make a distinction between the two. Hilde van Gelder and 
Helen Westgeest state that space and place have been rarely discussed in relation to 
photography, or only in passing. They, however, offer a useful survey in their book 
Photography Theory in Historical Perspective.103 Philosopher Yi-Fu Tuan points out space is 
a more abstract notion then place, something that begins as undifferentiated space, becomes 
place as we get to know it better and it gets invested with value.104 In the field of human 
geography, a similar argument is supported by Tim Cresswell. In Place: A Short Introduction 
he states that “Space is a more abstract concept, evoking for instance, a sense of outer space 
or the spaces of geometry” and “place, at a basic level, is space invested with meaning in the 
context of power.”105  The conditions for something to be a ‘place’ are threefold. 1. Location, 
meaning fixed objective co-ordinates. 2. A locale, a material setting for social relations. 3. A 
sense of place, the subjective and emotional attachment people have to the place.106 Thus, a 
place is part of the larger space.  
Before considering photo booth photography I think it is important to look at the 
classic photo booth with these conditions in mind. We see it primarily meets the first two; 
being a material setting in a fixed location. One can also argue that the photo booth meets the 
third of these conditions when we look back at the arguments presented in the first chapter of 
this thesis, regarding the specific experience that takes place in a photo booth in the process 
of taking a photo. In other words: investing the place with meaning for the people involved.  
The secluded space of the booth has been compared to other places one usually visits 
in private such as a confessionary, toilet or voting booth.107 Therefore it invites the portrayed 
to reveal themselves, as I have established through analysing Identity by Liz Rideal in the 
previous chapter. Besides this, the photo booth also is a place in which a new world can be 
created, as Jan Wenzel does in his tableaux. Wenzel transforms the usually so recognizable 
photo booth into a completely different environment inside this particular ‘place.’ Because of 
its isolated character, the booth allows him to create a new world inside, which would not be 
possible to do if there were no demarcations between inside and outside.108 
The distinction between public and private has a great history in Western social and 
political theory. Based on this we can establish some basic understanding of what we consider 
these notions to be. If we oppose private to public, it makes sense to explain them through 
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other oppositions. In Western society public often refers to the realm where political power is 
exercised, and private to the economic and social activities that fall outside this domain. This 
is one of the two ways in which the dichotomy can be explained according to John 
Thompson, as he establishes in his book The Media and Modernity. The second way private 
and public are understood is as the opposition between “‘open’ or ‘available to the public,’” 
and “hidden from view.” In other words, the distinction is made between what is visible and 
open to everyone, and what is hidden away, or only available to a limited group of people.109 
Jeff Weintraub supports this argument in The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private 
Distinction, in which he delineates the broad field of theory on the subject. Weintraub 
explains the two main ways in which private versus public are viewed as follows: first, as the 
opposition between hidden or withdrawn, versus open and accessible. Secondly, private is 
understood as individual or concerned with individual interest, versus public, which means 
collective or concerned with a collective interest. These two definitions may overlap in some 
cases but do not necessarily do so. Thus the two basic understandings of the terms can be 
captured in the concepts “visibility” and “collectivity.”110 In this sense, places that are visible 
and accessible to all are public, thus we can consider the street as a public space. 
Consequently, we consider places that are not freely accessible or sheltered, such as the 
home, as private.111 
The first photo booths were mainly located in fairgrounds and shopping malls, places 
of consumption and leisure. Transitory places where people pass through, such as train 
stations or airports have also become prime locations. Besides that, the booths can also be 
found in places dedicated to legitimation, or simply in the street.112 In other words, the booths 
are located where many people move around, space which is open and accessible to all 
people. Inside the booth, the sitter is withdrawn from the eyes of the people in the public 
space. The fact that the photo booth is an environment shielded from what is going on outside 
the booth makes it a private ‘zone’ in this sense. However, in first instance, when the photo 
booth isn’t occupied, it is part of the public space, since then it is still accessible to everyone. 
Thus, the photo booth becomes a more private space once someone has already entered it. 
Considering photo booth photography in relation to the above, the definition of the 
private/public opposition that seems appropriate is the one concerning visibility. That this 
demarcation between inside and outside can be challenged and crossed, will become clear in 
the in the following paragraph. 
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Bringing the outside in  
In her photographic work, Russian photographer Svetlana Khachaturova examines the 
representation of space.113 Her photographs often convey an alienating feeling and make the 
spectator have to look twice before realizing what is actually (re)presented. For her series 
Fermata the photographer used the photo booth to reflect on the idea of inner and outer. The 
photographer entered a photo booth located on the streets. With her she carried a mirror, 
which she held up in front of her chest, reflecting the booths’ surroundings and capturing life 
outside. The photographer herself is still partly visible in the frames. What is visible of 
Khachaturova’s body in the photo booth photos are her arms, hands and sometimes her chin 
and mouth, although she never reveals her face completely. Instead, she holds up the 
reflecting surface to reveal people walking down the street, the blue sky or a crowd. Some of 
the reflected images are blurry because of the movement in the crowded streets, while others 
seem to be perfectly framed. This is also manifest in the way Khachaturova holds the mirror 
in some photos. An example is a photograph in which an older man walking the street by 
himself is visible in the mirror. In this image the artist clutches the mirror and it seems as if 
she is embracing the man in the photo, from a distance. (Fig. 20) 
A second photo strip from the series shows Khachaturova holding the mirror in front 
of her chest with both arms wrapped around it, only two thirds of the mirror is actually 
visible. The mirror reflects four people whom are seen on their back and two facing the 
mirror. The man in the middle of the frame is pointing, but towards what? Perhaps he noticed 
the situation going on behind the two women and wants to show them as well: he is pointing 
towards the photo booth. Through the reflection of this pointing man, an even greater 
connection between inside and outside the booth is established. The man outside is clearly 
visible in the mirror, while Khachaturova is visible as well. Normally, the act of making a 
self-portrait in a photo booth is considered to be private, invisible for people outside. The 
mirror establishes a connection with the man looking and pointing towards the booth, which 
makes Khachaturova’s act less private.  (Fig. 21) 
Because Khachaturova’s face is never completely revealed but the photographers’ 
presence in the frame is clear, the photographs become a kind of anonymous self-portraits. 
Through capturing the view from within the photo booth, Khachaturova appropriates the 
situation outside by holding a reflecting surface in her arms. She thus turns around the usual 
concept of the photo booth where the subject is portrayed deliberately inside, while the public 
view is excluded. In Fermata the photographer captured unknowing people located on the 
outside of the photo booth in public space, thereby making those who are usually excluded 
from photo booth photos visible in the image. Simultaneously, she produced a more private 
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image of herself since her face is never visible for the viewer of the final image. (Fig. 22) It 
turns out then that the distinction between what is private and what is public is not fixed, also 
regarding the photo booth. As Jeff Weintraub points out the divide between private (inside) 
and public (outside) is not definite, instead it is fluid.114 
 In a similar fashion WassinkLundgren created the series Don’t Smile Now… Save it 
for Later!, showing the outside world by taking a mirror into a photo booth. However, the 
idea originated from a different motive. While studying in London Thijs Groot Wassink 
encountered many photo booths located in underground stations around the city.115 These are 
public places where the ease of taking photographs has caused state regulations restricting 
personal photography in the name of terrorism prevention.116 This challenged Groot Wassink 
to think of a way to photograph these places nonetheless. He considered the possibility of 
taking pictures of the public space without walking around with a camera, but instead using 
the objective of an already present photo booth. He took a 40cm by 50cm mirror downtown 
and started experimenting. The artist would hold the mirror in front of his body to reflect the 
booths’ surroundings and press the button to start the process.117 As is visible in the 
photographs, Groot Wassink is completely hidden behind the mirror. Therefore the artist 
wasn’t able to actually see what was going on outside the booth, creating his pictures in an 
arbitrary manner. Only in some frames a small part of his hand is visible, but mostly the 
mirror reflecting only the environment. (Fig. 23) This resulted in a variety of images, 
sometimes blurry or overexposed, showing just the environment or people as well. (Fig. 
24/25) The photos are published in a small paperback titled Don’t Smile Now… Save it for 
Later! (2008), which also includes photos taken with photo booths in shopping malls.118  
Groot Wassink and Svetlana Khachaturova produced their works in a similar manner, 
bringing the outside world into the realm of the photo booth through the reflection with a 
mirror. The photographers transgress the distinction between inside and outside and thereby 
subvert a characteristic element of the photo booth. These works are particularly interesting 
for this reason, since they find a way to reverse the focus of the photo booths’ objective. The 
outcome of the two series, however, is different. The pictures by WassinkLundgren only 
show the artists hands in the frame, as opposed to Svetlana Khachaturova’s images where 
more of her body is visible. From the point of view of the photographer WassinkLundgren’s 
pictures are more private considering the fact that the photographer is hidden behind the 
mirror. However, his photos can also be considered to be more public since there is no 
intervention of the photographer in the image, which now (almost) only depict public space. 
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Khachaturva’s photos can be considered to be self-portraits where the mirror is covering her 
head and chest. These images show a synthesis of a usually considered private activity – 
taking a self-portrait in a photo booth – with the public realm outside. Both series open the 
photo booth to the outside world and show how the distinction between private and public is 
one in flux.  
 Contemporary visual culture is one where the camera and the image are ubiquitous. 
The possibilities created by digital photography for people to photograph and be 
photographed, have add a new dimension to the discussion of the private and the public.119 In 
their work, Khachaturova and WassinkLundgren establish how the border between inside and 
outside can be blurred; however these series are still connected to the physical conditions of 
the photo booth. As I shall now discuss, technological progress changes the way we can see 
the relation of the photo booth to these physical conditions. 
 
Digital developments 
The impact of digitalisation on photography is undeniable; not only in the way photos are 
produced, but also in the way we use images today. A specific aspect of this development 
regards the self-portrait, as Amparo Lasén and Edgar Gómez-Cruz note in their article 
‘Digital Photography and Picture Sharing: Redefining the Public/Private Divide:’ “Thanks to 
digital photography the gesture of pointing the camera or the phone at oneself is becoming 
common, and the presence of such pictures on the Web is growing.” An important influence 
on the change of the practice, uses and meanings of self-portraits has been the introduction of 
the camera phone.120 Nevertheless, the increased possibilities of taking a self-portrait have not 
diminished the popularity of the photo booth.  
Currently, the photo booth is welcomed at festivals, in clubs or other festive events. 
Instead of being located in one spot, photo booth rental companies offer the service of placing 
a photo booth – mostly digital, some analogue – wherever you want. This practice changes 
how we see the photo booth as a static medium located at a single spot. Further digital 
developments take the photo booth to a different level.  
As established previously in this thesis, important aspects of the analogue photo 
booths are the isolated environment and the product of a unique, instant image, emphasizing 
the one of a kind experience every time you go into the booth.121 New possibilities alter the 
way moments like these are documented and experienced. Instead of one type of photo booth 
that was used for both identification and fun photography, multiple types are now available, 
each with their own function allocated to it by the production company. The extensive set of 
                                                
119 Hand, 2012, 8-10, 17 
120 Lasén and Gómez-Cruz, 2009, 206 
121 See chapter 1 of this thesis on the materiality of the image. 
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rules concerning identification photography called for machines that instruct the sitter how to 
take a photo that complies with the standards. Photo-Me for example delivers the ‘Universal 
Booth,’ a digital booth, which gives these instructions and prints the same image five times 
on a 10x15 cm sheet. On the other side of the spectrum is the ‘Vintage’ booth, a digital photo 
booth made to resemble an analogue booth from the seventies, and brings back the four-frame 
strip format in colour and black and white.  
The booth ‘Photo Me by Starck,’ designed by Philippe Starck, is equipped with 
instructions for identification photography as well as a ‘fun photo’ option that allows different 
poses and supports different backgrounds and filters. Additionally, this booth can be 
connected to the Internet and users are able to instantly upload their photos to social media 
such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.122 Thus, instead of being a unique photo strip, the 
images from this photo booth can easily be shared online and reproduced infinitely. Thereby 
the visibility of the images increases. This evolution of the medium is consistent with the way 
people use images nowadays.123  
 
The ubiquitous photo booth 
In his 2005 Keynote speech Apple CEO Steve Jobs introduced the ‘built-in iSight.’ From that 
moment on every Apple computer had a built in video camera, and at the Apple headquarters 
they thought this could also be used as a still camera. That way it would be possible to 
instantly take an account picture when running the installation of the device. In the same 
keynote Jobs said that “It was so much fun, we thought, people are gonna want to do a lot 
more of this.”124 Subsequently he introduced the application Photo Booth that allows its users 
to take snapshots of themselves in front of the computer. The photos can be used as profile 
picture or directly emailed to anyone. During Jobs’s demonstration of the app’s features it 
was received enthusiastically by a laughing and applauding audience, surprised by what they 
set eyes on.125 It is important to notice the name and the design of this app’s icon, which 
depicts a classic photo booth, a little room closed off by a curtain, and a photo strip. Both the 
name and the icon are references to the classic photo booth as discussed in this thesis. (Fig. 
26) 
When Jobs stated that “people were gonna want to do a lot more of this” – taking 
(funny) self-portraits – he was right. Not only Apple computers still run Photo Booth as an 
application. Over the past years many websites or apps for mobile devices emerged that 
enable their users to create classic photo booth-like images, for example PopBooth, Insta 
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Booth and Pocketbooth. With these apps you can take photos, edit them with filters and 
frames and share images directly via email or social media. Some of the applications even 
offer a print service. What is striking are the many ways in which these apps refer to 
traditional photo booths, as does Apple’s Photo Booth. Pocketbooth for example advertises 
with the following text: “Pocketbooth perfectly replicates the intimacy, spontaneity, and 
hilarity of a traditional photo booth, the world’s original selfie machine.”126 The print service 
can be seen as a part of this too; snap a picture with your phone and the print – either a single 
image or a classic strip – will be delivered to your home address. At the same time texts as 
“The photo booth that fits in your pocket” and “Now you can; anytime, anywhere – it’s right 
in your pocket” make clear that the apps focus on the fact the user is no longer restricted to go 
to a certain location to take a photo.127 Interesting to note is that people also re-photograph or 
scan their analogue photo booth photos in order to share them online. We see this on 
Facebook or Instagram, as well as the websites that are connected to the newly installed 
analogue booths by lovers of the medium such as the people behind Photoautomat in 
Germany and more recently Photoautomat Amsterdam.128 Offering a print service or sharing 
the analogue photos online, bridges the gap between analogue and digital photo booth 
photography. 
In The Media and Modernity Thompson discusses the transformation of visibility and 
publicness since the rise of media – print, but especially new electronic media – and proposes 
the idea of ‘mediated publicness.’ Instead of traditional publicness of co-presence, which was 
bound to sharing a common location and included face-to-face interaction, the introduction of 
media makes information accessible to a wider public without sharing a common location. 
Hence, there can be a difference between the time and place that an event occurs and the 
individual who observes or hears about this. Mediated publicness has not replaced the 
traditional form of publicness but rather supplements, extends and transforms this form of 
publicness.129  
Thompson argues that print for example created a public without a place; readers did 
not have to share a common location. Secondly it excluded face-to-face interaction. Thirdly, it 
changed the link between the publicness of an action and the sense of perception. The 
publicness of an action is based in the sense of perception of present individuals. The 
emergence of print made it possible that an action or event was not directly seen or heard by a 
person present at a particular location, and the people performing these actions were no 
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longer able to directly see or hear the individuals for whom this would become a public 
action. However there was still a link between visibility and publicness: the print.130 
Television disconnects publicness from sharing common location and face-to-face interaction 
as well. TV combines audio and visual elements thus events are visible (and audible), 
however for a larger audience than in case of publicness of co-presence. The field of vision is 
larger than in daily life, which allows people to see things they wouldn’t see in their direct 
environment and it is not up to the individual to choose the focus of the camera. Besides that, 
there is a change in the ‘directionality’ of vision. With TV the direction of vision is one way, 
the viewer is invisible to the presenter and vice versa. This leads to a new form of publicness 
involving a distinctive kind of visibility, which differs from the publicness of co-presence and 
also from print.131  
Thompson argues that the emergence of the new media of communication 
disconnects the idea of publicness from sharing a common location and face-to-face 
interaction, leading to a new distinctive form of visibility. Whereas Thompson focuses on TV 
in his analysis of mediated publicness, it can prove to be interesting to reflect upon the photo 
booth in this light.  
These new photo booth applications are only similar to a real photo booth in what 
they allows their users to do: take a photo of what is in front of the lens, which is in both 
cases usually a person. Other than that, a photo booth app differs from the original photo 
booth on several points. First, it features different effects such as black and white, sepia, an 
‘Andy Warhol’ filter or the so called ‘teenage effects,’ which transform the subjects face. 
Secondly there are various format options. Thirdly, it creates a digital image, but more 
importantly that image can be multiplied and shared online, an option that more digital photo 
booths feature nowadays. And finally, the photo booth, that has previously been associated 
with an actual physical space, is now subject to dematerialization. No longer is the photo 
booth mechanism restricted to a physical presence and a specific location, the computer or 
mobile device can be located anywhere and the backdrop of the image can thus be any 
backdrop.  
Since this new concept of a photo booth lacks a fixed location as well as a material 
setting, it does not comply with Cresswell’s theory on place as discussed above, regarding the 
analogue photo booth.132 The new form of a photo booth is less private in the sense that it is 
not sheltered from the outside world by a physical demarcation. Not only is this concept less 
private because of the dematerialization of the booth, another point is the connection to the 
Internet and the possibility for individuals to share the images online.  
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The new concept of the photo booth, connected to the Internet, transforms the visibility of the 
image and therefore its publicness. Being at the same location in order to see the images is no 
longer necessary, since images can be shared and viewed online. Therefore, the visibility 
increases, making the images more public. Regarding face-to-face interaction, than, this is 
possible but not necessary. Interaction about the images is possible though, when we look at 
the platforms where photo booth photos are often published. Social media platforms such as 
Facebook and Instagram allow their users to comment on content. Digital photo booths 
connected to the Internet or the new apps that no longer impose a physical demarcation thus 
bear characteristics of Thompson’s “mediated publicness.” We must note however, that the 
also the analogue image mediates an activity – people can see what happened in the booth at a 
later time or place – and in that sense can be considered to bear characteristics of mediated 
publicness in Thompson’s words as well. However, since the image is unique, to be able to 
view it viewers still have to share a common location, increasing the possibilities for face-to-
face communication too, which are characteristics of the traditional publicness of co-
presence. 
The developments of modern communication technologies such as the phone, radio 
and television already shifted the boundary between the private domain of the home and the 
public world outside. These technologies brought the outside (public) world into peoples 
(private) homes. Subsequently, the introduction of the Internet blurred the distinction even 
further, as it not only brings information into the home, it also allows private expressions to 
be displayed – made public – to the outside world.133 Today, almost everyone is sharing 
information and images online and if one doesn’t set his or her social media profile settings 
accordingly, this shared information is available to anyone. Photographer Willem Popelier 
investigates this topic in his work Showroom Girls (2011).  
 
Showroom Girls’ Selfies  
In his work Willem Popelier examines the ways portraits are used, and how identity is 
represented and perceived through photography. Important topics in his work are popular 
culture, the ubiquity of the image and its effects on society.134 Popelier uses both new 
photographs and vernacular images in his work, as he did for Showroom Girls. 
 This installation displays ninety-one photos of two girls, who had spent an afternoon 
taking pictures with a photo booth program on a showroom computer. After some research, 
Popelier discovered the girls had initially taken 153 photos but also deleted many of those.135 
This raises the question why the girls would have deleted some photos but left many others on 
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the showroom computer, for everyone to see. What was different in the other images? In the 
installation the question isn’t answered, instead the deleted images are replaced by pink 
frames. In the other photos the two girls are anonymized by pink blobs covering their faces. 
What we do see is two teenage girls posing in front of the camera in the showroom of a shop, 
hugging each other, jumping or leaning closer towards the lens, taking various poses. (Fig. 
27/28) Here we see two ways in which the distinction between private and public is 
blurred.Lasén and Gómez-Cruz argue, being visible, being present, in front of a crowd of 
strangers is one of the aspects of being public which nowadays is performed at the junction of 
online and offline places.136 This is what we see in this series. First, the girls are posing in 
front of the camera as if they have forgotten they are actually in a public space, visible for any 
passers-by. They are only focussed on the camera not bothered by their surroundings. The 
girls in the images are performing in an open, public space what people (used to) do in 
secluded photo booths, or would do in the private surroundings of a home. Through this 
technological development, the act of taking a self-portrait becomes extremely visible and 
thus more public. Secondly, the photos are not unique images, the pictures were left on a 
publicly accessible computer and later published online. The images are thus visible for a 
larger amount of people. These people did not have to be at the same location as the event of 
taking the photographs happened and don’t have to share a common location where the 
images are observed. Also, there is no face-to-face interaction. Thus, we can see these images 
as an example of mediated publicness in Thompson’s words, with an increased visibility 
compared to the analogue booths. 
Willem Popelier discovered the girls’ images on the showroom computer and used 
them to create a work that examines how people deal with (private) imagery and information 
today. Popelier researched the girls on the Internet – one of them was wearing a name 
necklace – and found them easily on Facebook, Hyves and Twitter. There he found these and 
more similar pictures. While they are images from before the media hype surrounding this 
topic had started, the photos taken with the showroom computer webcam are what we now 
call ‘selfies.’137 In recent literature the selfie has been considered to be a means of self-
expression, a way to construct a desired public image, a cry for attention, a way of self-
promotion or the means to show that one belongs to a certain community.138 The images in 
Showroom Girls seem to be a way of self-expression; in the way the girls pose and present 
themselves. But we should also keep in mind that the girls had deleted a number of images 
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from the computer before leaving. Accordingly, the photos are also a way to construct a 
certain public image.  
A part of the installation is a printer connected to the Twitter account of one of the girls, 
which prints all of her tweets in real time.139 A stack of paper on the floor illustrates how 
many tweets she has send into the world since 1 May 2010. As with the faces in the photos, 
the texts are also anonymized. Instead of the message it only shows X’s and the date and time 
the tweet was sent. 140 (Fig. 29) 
Showroom Girls isn’t about these girls in particular, though. It’s not important what 
one of the girls is tweeting about. Popelier wants to call attention to the fact that and how 
much she is tweeting, telling the world about her life, sharing information through an online 
platform. And more importantly, the artist wants to show how easy it was to discover the 
girls’ identities online. This installation is a work that investigates how these girls deal with 
private information and images in the digital age, and prompts the visitor to ask him or herself 
the same question. 
Perhaps by taking these photos and tweets out of their usual online context and 
presenting them in a completely different – though still very accessible, public – offline 
environment, the scope of it actually becomes visible. Instead of taking a unique set of 
photographs in a classic photo booth, the activity of the girls in Showroom Girls reaches the 
other end of the spectrum regarding the quantity and the visibility of capturing and presenting 
oneself in public. Instead of keeping the photos for themselves they were made public, not 
only by Popelier, but also by the girls – online.  
 
Concluding notes 
By looking at the photo booth in the context of place and space I have established that the 
analogue photo booth is associated with ‘place’ in a physical sense, located at a specific 
location. It is a place closed off – hidden – from the outside environment – the open, public 
space. In this sense it is a private place (in particular when someone is already inside). In 
previous chapters I have established how artists use this private environment to create a new 
world and use this place to investigate their identity or prompt others to do so. 
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WassinkLundgren and Svetlana Khachaturova, however, take on a different perspective and 
focus on the outside world. Consequently, they blur the line between what previously was 
considered to be private and public space. 
Under the influence of digitalisation, the photo booth evolved and has become a more 
fluid concept, not a ‘place’ related to a single, physical location. Hence, by abandoning the 
physical limitations and opening up the ‘photo booth space,’ which can now be located 
anywhere, the demarcation between public and private is shifted, regarding the act of taking a 
photo booth photo. People now perform in a similar way in public space as they would in the 
secluded photo booth, as I have argued through the analysis of Willem Popelier’s Showroom 
Girls. Furthermore, digital booths or photo booth apps connected with the Internet and social 
media foster this transformation of the private/public distinction, since it allows users to share 
the images with a larger online public. 
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Conclusion  
 
In this thesis I have attempted to reflect upon photo booth photography in the larger context 
of the photograph as object, the self-portrait and the photo booth as place, in order to examine 
how the photo booth’s position in our visual culture has changed since its invention. The 
subjects for the seperate chapters derive from characteristic qualities of the photo booth and 
photo booth photography, as established in the introduction. In each chapter I have examined 
the use of the photo booth by regular users and analysed artistic practices relating to the 
discussed subject. 
 
In the first chapter, I addressed the experience of using the photo booth and the material 
aspects of photo booth photographs. Subsequently, the focus shifted towards the content of 
the image in the second chapter in which I have discussed self-portraits and the photo booths’ 
connection to identification photography. The third and final chapter established how the 
photo booth can be considered as a place and the implications that has for its relation to the 
notions of private and public and also addressed the influence of digitalisation on this topic. 
By focussing on these subjects, I aimed to establish a clear view on how the position of the 
photo booth has changed. After investigating the different topics and practices, I can conclude 
that the changes do not necessarily occur within confinements of each chapter, but rather can 
be found throughout the thesis. Changes have occurred on different levels, which I will 
discuss below; namely regarding the use of the photo booth, the material characteristics of the 
photographs, the physical characteristics of the photo booth and the act of taking photo booth 
photos.  
The booth was first mainly seen as an attraction and an affordable and accessible 
alternative for the studio portrait. In that sense, the booth has a democratizing effect, making 
photographic portraiture widely available. Portraits were made for pleasure and often 
exchanged. This can also be considered as honorific portrait photography in Sekula’s words, 
as I addressed in chapter two of this thesis. Secondly, the booth has been widely used as a 
means to obtain identification photos. Paradoxically, identification photos are often said to 
not look like the person it represents. In the second chapter I have investigated this 
contradiction and concluded that this has to do with the circumstances under which the photos 
are taken: a harsh flash, limited space and many rules regarding what the photo should look 
like. In this context, the photo booth also functions repressively. Thus, as a photographic 
environment that is used mostly to make portraits, simply for fun or for the purpose of 
identification, the photo booth pre-eminently is a place where the honorific and repressive 
functions of photography come together at the site of production. Within the field of 
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identification photography, mostly the rules concerning how to take the photos have become 
stricter. Whereas early booths were used for both types of photography – fun and 
identification – these stricter rules required specific booths with proper instructions and 
digitalisation enabled the production of different types of photo booths. 
From an early moment onwards, the photo booth has been used for artistic practices, 
starting with the Surrealists in 1928 as soon as the booths were installed in Paris. Since then, 
many artists have followed. The photo booth’s clear relation with identification photography 
makes it an obvious choice for artists to use the medium for work reflecting on this issue. 
Through analysing work by Andy Warhol, Tomoko Sawada and Liz Rideal, I have 
established that this is not only visible in the visual language of the photos, but how they use 
the photo booth to reflect on the construction of identity. These artists use the booth as a stage 
to perform various identities, or in Rideal’s case, ask their participators to engage in this 
practice, by taking more direct, objective photographs or adopting a different role.  
 Regarding the physical characteristics of analogue photo booth photography, an 
important aspect is its instantness, making a photo booth strip a photo-object once it is 
printed, while it is also unique. These characteristics and its size make it a desired object of 
exchange, as a memory token. Regarding its mnemonic function, this is also enhanced 
through the specific experience of taking a photo in a photo booth: entering the booth is a 
deliberate act and immediately rewarded with a one of a kind instant print, as I established in 
chapter one. The format of the photo booth strip also makes it a much used part of larger 
photo-objects such as collages or tableaux, as I have established through the analysis of work 
by Herman Costa and Jan Wenzel – however Liz Rideals work can also be viewed in this 
respect.  
 Not only for the images, but also for the traditional photo booth physical 
characteristics are important: its material setting and location. Upon entering a photo booth, 
one goes into a secluded environment, which evokes a feeling of privacy. The booths, 
however, are often located in public space. In the third chapter I established that the 
traditional photo booth can be considered as place according to Cresswell’s definition of 
place as a material setting for social relations at a specific location. Also, a sense of place is at 
play since the booth can be considered as invested with meaning by its visitors who 
deliberately enter the booth to take photos. The traditional photo booth is a private 
environment based on the concept of visibility, which means that what is visible, open and 
accessible to anyone is public, and what is hidden, withdrawn or closed of is private. 
Consequently, the act of taking a photo inside can be considered to be a private act. However, 
I have come to realize we must note that in accordance with this definition, the photo booth 
becomes more private when a user is already inside. Initially the booth is accessible to anyone 
and in that sense the photo booth is both private and public. Through the analysis of work by 
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Svetlana Khachaturova and WassinkLundgren, I have attempted to establish how this initial 
distinction can be subverted. Both artists use a mirror to blur the demarcation between inside 
and outside and bring the outside environment into the photo booth, showing that the 
distinction between private and public in relation to the physical photo booth is fluid. 
The biggest transformations regarding the topics discussed in the two paragraphs 
above are caused by digitalisation. Not only changing from an analogue to a digital process 
brought about change. Connecting photo booths with the Internet that enables the images to 
be shared online has altered the photo booth’s relation to the notions of private and public. By 
sharing the images online they are no longer unique objects. Also, the images can be visible 
for a larger group of people, increasing their publicness as I argued in chapter three. 
Furthermore, the emergence of photo booth apps for computers and mobile devices change 
the medium’s relation to space and place, as well as the notions of private and public. This 
new form of the photo booth is not related to a certain location or material setting; photos can 
now be taken anywhere. The person in the photos is no longer sheltered from the public view, 
users of photo booth apps pose as they would inside the secluded photo booth environment. 
Thus, the act of taking a self-portrait is increasingly visible and therefore less private, or 
rather more public. These applications also allow the user to share images directly online, of 
which I have already pointed out the effects above. This development can be viewed as 
convergence of the photo booth with the ‘selfie’ culture that has emerged since the 
introduction of the camera phone and the rise of social media. While digital booths serve the 
function of both fun and identification photography, these apps can obviously only be used 
for entertaining photographic practices. 
 Once, the photo booth was the affordable medium for obtaining photographic 
portraits, or rather photographic self-portraits. Despite the impact of digitalisation, the 
analogue booths have not disappeared. On the contrary: photo booth enthusiasts fix and re-
place analogue booths. In short, the photo booth has been used as a photographic attraction, 
supports the function of identification portrait machine, served artistic practices and still 
functions in all of these ways. In the face of the many developments the photo booth has gone 
through, its position in our visual culture hasn’t waned. Today, in it several forms – analogue, 
digital and as app – the photo booth is more ubiquitous than ever.  
 
Future research 
Literature study and visual analysis have served as the base for this research. However one 
could also conduct archival research and look into the past to investigate the history of 
presentational forms regarding the practice of framing, enlargements, envelopes, whereas I 
mainly focussed on the material characteristics of the photo booth strips.  
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Furthermore, one could look towards the future. I have briefly touched upon the relation 
between the photo booth and the current tendency of selfies. Perhaps the recent interest in the 
self-image within the field of vernacular photography is one of the reasons for the photo 
booths’ current popularity. Research of the use of photo booth images online could be a topic 
of interest regarding this matter.  
The limited space of the photo booth imposes restrictions on what can be 
photographed inside. I have discussed several works that challenge and subvert these 
limitations – Herman Costa’s collages and Jan Wenzel’s tableaux as well as Svetlana 
Khachturova’s and WassinkLundgren’s mirror experiments – however I have only touched 
briefly upon this topic. These works however could be researched more in the context of 
photographic theory on framing.  
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Appendix – Illustrations 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1 Still from Alice in the Cities (1974) 
directed by Wim Wenders. 
Fig. 4 ‘Grid Man’ by Herman Costa (1986). 
Fig. 2 Still from Alice in the Cities (1974) directed 
by Wim Wenders. 
Fig. 3 Wedding proposal in a photo 
booth. Unknowing, surprised and 
happy faces. 
 56 
Fig. 7 Untitled Interieur XIII by Jan Wenzel (1998). Fig. 6 Untitled Prager Strasse, Leipzig by Jan Wenzel 
(1998). 
Fig. 5 Jan Wenzel working on one of his tableaux. 
Image from Polaroid als Geste, 2005. 
 57 
Fig. 8 Page from Phil and Me by Amanda Tetrault. Fig. 9 Page from Phil and Me by Amanda Tetrault. 
 
Fig. 10 Page from Phil and Me by Amanda Tetrault, including a 
poem by Philip Tetrault. 
 
Fig. 11 445 Portraits of a Man, the mystery photo booth portraits displayed at 
the Zimmerli Art Museum. Part of the entire collection. 
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Fig. 12 Andy Warhol, silkscreen based on photo 
booth photos (1963). 
Fig. 13 Andy Warhol dyptich based on photo booth self-portraits (1964). 
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Fig. 14 ID400 1-100, Tomoko Sawada, (1998-2001). Fig. 15 ID400 Skinhead, Tomoko Sawada, (1998-2001). 
Fig. 17 ID400, Tomoko Sawada details. 
Fig. 16 Untitled #479 (1975) Cindy Sherman, photo booth portraits. 
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Fig. 18 Identity, Liz Rideal (1989) National Portrait Gallery, London. Composite self-portrait of photo booth strips. 
Fig. 19 Self-portrait with photo 
booth pinhole self-portrait, Steve 
Pippin (1987) 
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Fig. 20 Fermata (2007-8), Svetlana Khachaturova, digital 
photo booth strip.  
Fig. 21 Pointing man from the series Fermata (2007-8), 
Svetlana Khachaturova, digital photo booth strip.  
 
Fig. 22 Photographer hiding behind the mirror. Fermata 
(2007-8), Svetlana Khachaturova, digital photo booth strip.  
 
Fig. 23 Don’t Smile Now... Save it for Later! (2008), 
Wassink Lundgren, Digital photo booth photos. 
Fig. 24 Don’t Smile Now... Save it for 
Later! (2008), Wassink Lundgren, 
Digital photo booth photos. 
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Fig. 25 Don’t Smile Now... Save it for Later! (2008), 
Wassink Lundgren, Digital photo booth photos. 
 
Fig. 26 Icon for Photo Booth by Apple.  
Fig. 27 One of the photos from Showroom Girls (2008) 
by Willem Popelier. We clearly see the showroom 
environment and other customers in the shop. 
Fig. 28 One of the photos from Showroom Girls (2008) 
by Willem Popelier. An example of posing in front of the 
camera.  
 
Fig. 29 Installation view of Showroom Girls by 
Willem Popelier, in the background the 
overview on the photos, including the pink 
frames for the deleted photos, in front the 
printer printing one of the girls’ tweets. 
